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Biological success against
won ly aphis
by A. N. Sproul*

The woolly aphis, Errosoma
lanigerum, probably originated in
America. Orchardists have
recognised it as a serious insect
problem in Western Australia since
the early days of apple growing.
In the USA it has an alternative
host, the American elm, but in
Australia it is restricted mainly to
apple and pear varieties.
Today it is no longer the threat it
once was. In fact it provides an
excellent example of a pest controlled
by biological means.

• The woolly a phis in closeup.

*Senior Entomologist,
Department of Agriculture

• Woolly aphis infestation on an apple shoot.

Damage effects

The woolly aphis exists in several
forms at the same time. All forms are
dark purple, and colonies may be
covered with a white waxy substance
which gives them a woolly
appearance. The pests are found on
the branches and roots. On the
branches they are found mainly on
twigs and recent large pruning cuts,
while on the roots they form galls
which are easily seen near the soil
surface. The disruption of the rooting
system in non-resistant varieties can
reduce the vigour of the trees.
Infestations of the twigs and
branches can spread to the fruit. This
is important in the export market
where the importing countries have
an embargo on fruit bearing the
aphid.
Biological

control

The Department of Agriculture
imported the ladybird, Harmonia
conformis, from Tasmania and New
South Wales between 1896 and 1902.
It appears to exert some control.
However the most effective agent is a
tiny parasitic wasp Aphelinus mali
which entomologists introduced in
1923 from New Zealand. Its original
source was the USA. The female
wasp lays her eggs in the aphis, which
subsequently dies during the wasp's
development. The emergence hole
made by the adult wasp can be seen
in the aphid's body. This is now
regarded as one of the State's most
outstanding successes in biological
control. Insecticidal control is seldom
necessary except where too much
DDT or other broad spectrum
insecticides have suppressed the
wasps.
Resistant rootstocks

The discovery of rootstocks resistant
to the root-inhibiting forms of the
woolly aphis also can be considered a
form of biological control.
The early root variety Northern Spy
on which many Granny Smith apples
are grown was the first of these
rootstocks. It has been followed by
the introduction by East Malling
Research Station of the famous MM
(Malling Merton) rootstocks on
which most of Western Australia's
new apple plantings are grafted.
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